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ABSTRACT oo : 

; “Educational decision makers (N=224) participated in a 
computer simulated decision making ex perience to adcertain the ektent 
to which referral information ona child with a suspected r m~, 
handicapping condition biased classification decisicns. Se were 
randomly assigned to 16 cenditions varying on the basis of the 
child's-sex, socioeconomic status, physical atttactiveness, and 
nature of referral problem. Ss had access'to test data, all of which 
reported pupil performance in the normal range. Only the nature of 
the referral problem was influential in the Simulated. decisionSs A © 
referred child was more likely +o be diagnosed ‘as emotionally 
disturbed when the referral statement of the preblem was listed asi. 
behavioral ‘tather than academic.-Ss ignored standardized test ° 
information indicating average performance and retained tHe 
stereotype created by the teterret information. (Author/CL) - 
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Educational decision makers (N = 224) participated in a computer- 
simulated decision-making experience designed to ascertain the extent a ‘s 


to which referral: information biased classification decisions. Subjects _ 


° 


‘| were. randomly assigned to 16 conditions which varied on basis of 


« 


tie referred child’ 8 sex, socioeconomic status, physical attractiveness,” 


and nature of referral ee SubIeets accessed test data, .all of 


a mee poepaules Pups | performance in the ae eariee, ony the nature 


ef the referral. problem was found: to be influential in the simulated 
Ve 


decisions. A referred ana was-more likely to be diagnosed as emo- 


. 


tionally ts eek “refefral statement of the problem was listed 
. a ve : & ° 


‘as behayteral rather than academic. Subjects ignored standardized test + : 


..\ ~ information indicat We of average performance, and retained the ‘stereo— 
nae YoY. :) ss 2 oS 
—_ * type created by the referral information. The results Were discussed 
\ r s- ¥ 


with regard to implications for assessment of children and-future research. 


ae, Diagnostic Classification Decisions is. 


a Function of Referral Information ” 
i ‘ , 2 , # ; i. 
\ ¢ ‘ 4, : ‘ : +6 
Assessment of children for the purposes of providing special 


education services has become a common practice in American sctiools * se 4 
8 q ’ 4 


(Salvia & Ysseldyke, 1978; Yaseldyke, 1978); many issues have, ‘Yesulted 

Y \ s : : : ' : ‘ 
from this omnipresent, activity (Ysseldyke, 1979). For example, Yefini- ” 
tions of special education categories.are often arbitrarily derived’ 


orn Si 


and/or irrelevant for providing differential sae ai services 
(Algozzine & Suthetland, 1977; Hallahan\& Kauffman, 1977; Ysseldyke 


‘ & Algdzzine, thos eee: Similarly, attitudes and decisions about si 
. r 7 4 / 
¥ ; 4 2 


children have been shown to be influenced by a’ variety of child char- 


. : \ 7 7 
acteristics; that is, bias occurs in educational decision making, | 
2 “, ; 


(Ysseldyke, 1979).° This research addresses one aspect of bias in assess~ 


ment the extent to which classification decisions, are inf luenced by _ i 
4 : ; > 4 i ; ~ 
- data provided at the time of.referral. 


In general, teachers’: and other profegsionals' attitudes toward 


. and expectations for children have been shown to be influenced by 


oa 


naturally-occurring and experimentally- nduced characteristics (Brophy 


« 


eo ee . : 
& Good, ees For example, ae been demonstrated that teachers 


hold different attitudes toward children ane Paektios of their sex ‘3 


; Jackson & Lahaderne, 19673" aed 1969}, kate ituhavixs & Mache, v 


1973), socio- economic status Meccan & Smith, ‘9665. “Lenkowsky &* 
. 


: » . 3S 
« Blackman, 1968; Need. Foster, Jones, & Reynolds,\ 1973), physical ap- 7 
pearance (Berscheid & Walster, 1974; Dion, 1972), \pody image (Staffieri, 
. . \ i - 
3 ; 
-1l- \ 


tuszek -& Oakland, ‘1979; Rubovits & 


zzine,/Merctr, & Countermine, 1977; 


1967), perceived intelligence 
Maehr, 1971), and behavior (Al 
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at - 
rejating to the classification 


ere tae been sages, but to 
. a much lesser extent. For example, Ross and Salvia. (1875) sevanece that 
‘teachers’ decifions BpOUr the Likelihood of a child being mentally re- 


‘tarded were influenced by the facial attractiveness of that a na 
\ ‘Y ‘ i 


~ GLesbrecht and Routh (1979) found bu "chiidren with afeative ceacher 


tomments feusseating behavior’ problems) vere judged more likely to~need 
@ 1 

special educational help. « a « « than children without sud gomments” 
\ (p. 184). . i - = 4 
: ‘ ‘ ‘ \ ie ? 
The a ines of this study was to ascertain the extent to which ’ 


{ - 


decisions to classify «a aes. as mentally retarded (MR), ee dis- 
( 


 ablled’ ae spd/or)exoitonally diana: au would be influenced by 


~ C 
referral Ge oe iat that child. The wevedi fypobhesia was that ' 
there would ‘be no difference in the Bike linood of a child ‘being ‘rated — = 

as MR, LD, or ED as.-a function of beg. neesaned SES, type of refered 
problem, or appearance. . ‘ ; Lo ‘t 
~~ : x 4 
‘ . on, e ‘ 
Method : 
Subjects - . 4 = " ae ' 
‘ ; ; dies ' af 
‘ : : ws , : \ 
Participants in the computer simulqtion investigation were 224 . 
? ™ : : mo n 
school professionals from public and priff#te schodls in the greater Ae 
, ¢ we : ae ; ’ 
, Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan area. Profess#onals who participated — 


. ; , ae Sa 
in- the study were volunteers; each had served on at least two place- , 


© 


ment teams. Subjects represented a broad spectrum gf disciplines agid 
’ ; 7 


/ 


‘. a & 7 N 3 = 

* + * as 7 se : ™ c : 
experience in roviding direct and indirect serice in educational 
REO ae ¢ 


4 


settings. Professions represented included regular education teachers 


“N 


(N = 58), special education teachers (N = 79), school psychologists- 
(N = 30), adminjstratorg (N = 31); ‘and support personnel (e.g.,*social 
: * . . : 4 


worker, nyisd) (N = 26). . ‘ 


c . 


r 

Procedure 
so e 5, ot 4 
Each of the participants was asked to read a case folder description 


of a child and then participate -in a diagnostic computer simulation pro- 


gram developed specifically for this: research. The program enabled 


; w 7 ak 
the subject to select assessment devices from within seven commonly 


‘used domains (e.g., intelligence, achievement, etc.) until the’ subject 


indicated that he/she was ready to make a diagnostic decision about the : 


) 


child in. the "case description. The archival information which was 
*sassessed by the participants was designed to reflect average pupil 


performance in all behavior areas sampled. Subjects were randomly 


€ 


assigned to. one of sixteen treatment conditions according to the nature 


of the referral information. 


ee 4 ; 
Referral Conditions. Sixteen digferent case descriptions were pre- 


pared by varying the referral information section of the case folders. 
a * . . * 
The name was reported as William or Phyllis to vary the child's sex. 
; 2 


Data on socioeconomic status were varied: ‘in half the conditions parti- i 
cipanta’ were told the child's father was a bank vice-president and the 


mother’a realtor; in the other eight cases subjects were told the child's, 


: 


father was a bank janitor and the mother.a check-out clerk at a local 


supermarket. The teason for referral was listed’as either an academic | 


6 


or behavior problem in school. In addition to these written descriptions, ( 
. bad 3 é: f 


4 
- ' e 


"Reason for Referral." a =~ 


+ : 
assessment information. Those of intekest for this study requested 


_in which 1 = very likely, and} = very unlikely. 


. : 7 ao . ? re . ? 
fee. ; 7 
. : 


! 


photographs of previoddly judged? attractive or-unattra¢tive children 


were attached to the case’description. Thus, under one condition subjects 
i . hd 


° a 


~ , aes 


were given information far an attractive female from a low SES who demon- 


strated academic problems, while under another. condition the referred 


” child was an unattractive male from a low SES with academic problema, etc. 


—_ 


The method of- conveying’ the referral, information was the same (written) 
a ©. . 
for,each "stereotype" er appearance. For example, to present th 
ta . -. 
sex biasing inforthation, a boy or girl name was inserted into the case 
4 ‘ ' 


folder“in the ‘appropriate item, Similarly, to present the type. of problem 


either "academic" or "behavior" was inserted, as the type of problem under . 


a t 
7 
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Dependent Variables. Subjects were asked to complete a-series wf 


o 


questions after they had read the Case description and their selected 


responses indicating the extent to. which the participant thought ‘the 


’ . 


; ! t. 
ctfia was mentally retarded, learning disabled, or emotionallywdisturbed. 


Subjects were asked to record their diagnostic aren on rating scales 


- e ° 


Design and Data Analysis. For Wgoses of hypothesis ccebias, a 
four factor (2X2K2x2) multivariate analysis of vakiance design was” used: 
sex, SES, — of’ proklem, and appearance were’ the indepepdent varianles: 
diagnostic plas i Tecatton decketons ere eonsiienst as dependent variables. 

; : : 


Significant multivariate effects were subjected to univariate analyses of 


variance -for each dependent variable separately and any further simple 


effects were analyzed using t tests as appropriate. Significant. uni- 


variate main effects were interpreted from -F ratios since all factors ° 
N : 


q 


* » o @ ‘ 
2 . | + ©. ‘ a . 
? j Me é@ . 
‘ - = . ad . ' 
: , 
oO contained only saan variation. .The level of significance for 
- alk tests was set at 0.01 and an- sedtt tonal criterton of at Tease a 0. 5 


unit éiteercas between means was imposed. It was ‘anticipated that this” 


‘latter criterion -would serve: as a means of jerfoxentiacint statfstical 
. F 7] . ‘ : . ‘ 4 _ . 
significance and importance in that it represented: a'10 percent unit dif- 


fetence on the 5=point dependent scale. - a 


Lathe , 
n - 2 a 5 


. . . a 
: : , Results , 
e . : - . 4 ‘ 


“Subjects selected tests feem seven domains. A total of 1422 devices 


¢ 


was ‘ised in the BrOnces of decision making. The following percentages 


be specific-kinds of devices were ae intelectual measures (21%), 


. 


achievement tests (29%), perceptual-notor beaks: (13%), behavior napeyes . 


(13%), PEPaogaltty tests (11%). ‘language tests (8%) , and measures of 


oe 


adaptive behavior (5%). oe 4, 


woe, 


‘Means and standard deviations for’ subjects' diagnostic, classification '' 
\ 3 . , 


decisions are presented in Table ‘l fr each independent condition. 


~ ® » 


“The multivariate analysis of variance for, thése data yielded ae sigyi- 
ficant effect; the Wilks' Lambda for type of problem was 0.924 (F (3,205) 
= 5.82, p< -01) and suggested; that’ the nituivaeiate decision centroids 
differed, for the child thought to have academic or behavioral problems. 
Univariate follow-up analyses yielded signifitant main see ator the 
type of problem (F = 16.08 p< OL) only for che" Siasasetie decision of 
emo htonet itoturhence: & oe 


. ‘ 
oe 
4 ’ 


Significant. ‘The case study child was more likely to: be rated as qdis- 


other main effects or interaction effects were 


. 4 
. turbed when the present ing problem was said-to be behaviors (X = 3.2) . 2 
™ - ; ~ : : 
a 5 #3 ’ . . 
es * “4 
IC in, | | 
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are presented in Table 2, °°, is ms - . 7 . : 


- 


presenting ‘problem was behavior, a diagnosis of ED was mote likely than, 


. : a . . g P 
rather than academics (X“= 3.8). Test statistics for these analyses 


I . — 
{ ee A tes ee a ees we eee i" 
While Subjects’ differential diagnoses were affected only by the 
referral informatign when classifying a child as exationsiy disturbed, 


differenges. were observed in their ratings ‘of the extent to which the‘ 


4 e ~ “ 
. o 


‘child was seen as ED, LD, or MR. A comparison of the overall means for 


a “Ye 


each decision suggested | ‘that the subjects rated ‘the. child as likely to 


a 


_ be learning. disabled (X = 2.3) and. very unlikely to be mentally retarded. ’ 


‘or a to be emotionally ‘disturbed (X = a7 and Seg respectively)’: 
C . ™m ra 
The tendency was to find the case anes child-as: LD; however, when ene _ 


when the presenting problem was academic. This outcome was considered 
i deal for two peabcde. First, it “net both statistical criteria . 
ands feeeond. it eusecukes that the ‘Likelihood of diagnosis was influenced 
by crdteria other than standardized test pronieety cee least ror one 

\ 


*nenasefo"). Ces, - 
J 4 - > 


. Discussion ; ; J 
F . es Se e t 


a Decisions eeveieeet a child ‘as ED were (atiwencka by that child's 


‘behavior as reported in a referral statement.. The fin@ing that effects 


were not ‘demonstrated for other categdries of decisions (i.e., LD, and 
MR) was not caPeChTe The question of salience of characteriftics and 


susceptibility to bias becomes important. im this pepe For differegtial ° 


effects to. be generated by a generating stimull, those stimuli 


must -be see vet to the eee to whom the bias . - 


] < ry - ‘ : Pa 
ig being conveyed. ‘It may, ‘be that the. child's performance as portrayed : 


in the “assessment archive was too gbod to Couneer the effects of other 


characteristics; hence, no effect for diagnoses of mental retardation and us ; 
, ‘ i ; ° = ; ai : ‘ 
learning disability was observed. Similarly, it may be ‘that the parti- °- 8 


“sotpattng, apn iecee: were more susceptible to problems related to ‘behavior * ’ 
than to thosexassociated with. other child characteristics. 


oe behaviors of children have oes shown to ie dj fFerentially bether- 
a _@ c 


some to schoo} ee (Algozzine, 1976, 1977; “Algozzine & cuneate 19.793 


“iponey & Migs cence. -1978; ‘Schlosser & Algozzine, 1979). ‘It would appear 


that simple vere renee to a child's bebavior problems may be a powerful i‘ 


v, 


' source of “bias in decision making. As previously dedicated, Giesbrecht - a 

, and Roubhe (hed?) found that statenente about behavior problems were in- a . : 
ry * > 
fluent ial in decisions ‘regarding special placements. Whether the results ’ 
obtained in iene decision” making" can be. generalized to Sore real: 


life settings remains to, be shown. , HoWever, the’ suggestd®n that written 


* 
| « e : 


indications OF behavior problems at the time of retreat may influence 


ro. 


? 
{ aheenoet ae outcomes would appear to have profound implications requiring 


¢ 


further investigation. | yo” : / ; ( 
Diagnostic decision fakers- should make _Wgta-based decisions. They ° oy 


should be able to shed stereotypes engendered by eeretral information, 


and make. classificwgjon d decisidns on the basis: of pieces data re- 
‘ \ 2 
garding pupil performance. Zo this study, decision'makers failed to 
. ® r . 
reject stereotypes engendered by referral information regarding the 


*3 


' type of problem the referred child was thought to exhibit; to some a 
extent, then, decision makers were influenced by the child's character- ' 9 


istics {n spite of average performance in the "assessment." ~ 
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